This understanding of God and the Torah justified the sharing of religious knowledge between Jews and non-Jews.
Other groups within Judaism, however, saw it differently. The leaders of the communities described in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls could hardly share religious knowledge even with fellow Jews if the latter had not become members of their communities. As for the Palestinian rabbis, they were deeply ambivalent about the possibility of sharing the Torah with non-Jews. In the long run, the view according to which the Torah was given exclusively to Israel and was not meant to be taught to Gentiles or practiced by Gentiles became the majority view in rabbinic Judaism. This evolution was of huge significance for the history of Judaism as a whole.
However, in his book entitled Torah for the Entire World, Marc Hirshman has argued that within early rabbinic literature, there were still differing opinions. He has drawn attention to a group of early rabbinic writings that convey what he calls a universalistic understanding of the Torah, according to which it was offered not only to Israel, but to all human beings. According to Hirshman, this universalistic trend is connected to the school of Rabbi Ishmael, a rabbi from the second century CE.3 A famous example of such a universalistic trend is found in the midrash (or commentary) on the Book of Exodus called Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael, the final redaction of which dates from the third century CE. In connection with Exodus 19:2, "They (Israel) encamped in the wilderness," the midrash states that:
The Torah was given publicly (Heb. dēmos, from Greek δῆμος), openly (Heb. parrēsia, from Greek παρρησία), in a free place. For had the Torah been given in the Land of Israel, (the Israelites) would have said to the nations of the world, 'You have no share in it'.4 Therefore it was given in the wilderness publicly, openly, in a free place, (so that) everyone wishing to accept it, (could) come and accept it.5
As Hirshman notes, "It is striking that the Mekilta not only advanced the claim that revelation had been intended for all peoples, but did so in a vocabulary that was the hallmark of Greco-Roman democracy."6 One ought to be more precise, however. The words dēmos and parrēsia can actually be considered to refer to two different phenomena in the Roman world: on the one hand, the publication of a law dēmos(ia), "in a public place" recalls the norms by which laws, edicts or official letters had to be published in the Roman Empire7; on the other hand, the Greek term parrēsia, "boldness, freedom of speech," is reminiscent of the Stoic philosophers who opposed the Roman emperors, with the implication that God is put in the role of a philosopher who boldly tells the truth to the world. In both cases, one could not be further away from an expression of religious esotericism.
In the following lines of the midrash, Rabbi Yose emphasizes this point by quoting God's words in Isa 45:19 ("I have not spoken in secret, in the place of a land of darkness" etc.) and by rephrasing the divine speech as follows: "When I gave (the Torah) from the very start, I did not give it in secret, neither in the place of a land of darkness, nor in an obscure place." This means that God did not reveal the Torah to Israel alone, but wanted to share it with all the nations. However, the latter refused to receive it.8
Another early rabbinic (Tannaitic) midrash, the Sifre Deuteronomy, declares that God did not reveal the Torah in merely one language, but in four languages, Hebrew, "Roman" (romi, meaning Latin), Arabic and Aramean.9 Moreover, the midrash goes one step further and states that God did not reveal the Torah to Israel alone, but to all the nations (umot). The latter, however, declined God's offer, because they did not want to repent from their wicked ways.
In the end, in both Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael, traditionally linked to the school of Rabbi Ishmael, and Sifre Deuteronomy, traditionally linked to the school of Rabbi Akiva, the nations are condemned for not having accepted the Torah, and both midrashim foretell their forthcoming judgement.10 A straightforward conclusion would seem to be that after the episode at Sinai, the Torah was not meant to be shared with any nation at all, insofar as it had already been offered to the nations of the world, who had unanimously refused it and were now doomed. Other passages in rabbinic literature, however, tell us that the Torah was once again made known to the nations after the Israelites had arrived in Canaan. The idea that the Torah was made known to the Canaanites is highly paradoxical, and contradicts the instructions given to the Israelites in the Bible, which were either to expel or to eradicate the inhabitants of the Land. Nowhere in the Torah is it stated that these nations could repent from their idolatry and their abominations; nowhere are the Israelites supposed to try to convert them to the ways of YHWH. They must simply get rid of them. The rabbinic passages I am alluding to, however, suggest that the Torah was revealed to them and that their fate could have been utterly different. Sharing the Torah with the Canaanites could have led to their inclusion instead of their exclusion.
We shall see that these rabbinic texts actually refer to both the revelation and the concealment of the Torah. In order to understand the logic behind the texts, we first need to go back to the Hebrew Bible and look at a peculiar commandment given by Moses to Joshua and Israel slightly before the conquest. I shall then analyse each rabbinic text and its specific rhetorical strategy separately, in order to show how the argumentation developed from text to text, and to clarify the exegetical, theological and ethical issues at stake in sharing or not sharing knowledge of the Torah with the Gentiles. Finally, I shall try to draw a connection between these texts and the historical context in which they were written, that of the Roman Empire and the attempt by the rabbis to resist imperial domination.
to accept them, as it is said: God comes from Teman … and a brightness appears as the light … before Him goes the pestilence … He stands, and shakes the earth, He beholds, and makes the nations to tremble, etc. (Hab 3:3-6)" (trans. Lauterbach, 2:295) . In Sifre Deuteronomy 343, one reads: "And so (God) asked every nation individually whether they wanted to accept the Torah, as it is said: All the kings of the earth shall praise you, O Lord, when they hear the words of your mouth (Ps 138:4). Could it be that they heard and accepted? Scripture says: And I will execute vengeance in anger and fury upon the nations, such as they have not heard (Mic 5:14 The commandments formulated in Deuteronomy 27:2-8 are as follows:
2 And on the day you pass over the Jordan to the land which the Lord your God gives you, you shall set up large stones, and plaster them with plaster; 3 and you shall write upon them all the words of this Law (Torah), when you pass over to enter the land which the Lord your God gives you, a land flowing with milk and honey, as the Lord, the God of your fathers, has promised you. 4 And when you have passed over the Jordan, you shall set up these stones, concerning which I command you this day, on Mount Ebal, and you shall plaster them with plaster. 5 And there you shall build an altar to the Lord your God, an altar of stones: you shall lift up no iron tool upon them. 6 You shall build an altar to the Lord your God of unhewn stones; and you shall offer burnt offerings on it to the Lord your God; 7 and you shall sacrifice peace offerings, and shall eat there; and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God. 8 And you shall write upon the stones all the words of this law very plainly (ba'er heyṭev) (trans. NRSV).
The wording of this text is highly ambiguous. Verses 2 and 4 seem to repeat each other: one wonders whether large stones are to be erected twice, first immediately after the crossing of the Jordan and then again on Mount Ebal, or whether the text refers to the same stones. If the text refers to the same stones, are they to be plastered twice, and, in this case, would the second plaster not cover the words of the Law? Finally, what about the stones of the altar? Does verse 8 mean that the Law is to be written upon the stones of the altar as well? Or is it simply summarizing the commandment given in this passage? In short, this text is replete with ambiguities. The account of the Book of Joshua, which supposedly describes how the conquest happened, clarifies these issues only to a certain extent. Chapter 4 tells the story of the miraculous crossing of the Jordan River by Israel. The Israelites pick up twelve stones in the bed of the river and Joshua has the stones (steles) erected at Gilgal, as a memorial for future generations, who will thus remember the miracle performed by God for their ancestors, and as a testimony to all the peoples of the world (Josh 4:24). However, these stones are not plastered with plaster and can hardly be identified with the stones mentioned in Deuteronomy 27. In the Book of Joshua, the commandment of Deuteronomy 27 is performed at a later stage, on Mount Ebal, together with the construction of the altar .11
We read in Joshua 8:32: "And there, in the presence of the people of Israel, he wrote upon the stones a copy of the law of Moses which he had written" (trans. NRSV). It seems that in this case, the stones on which the Torah was written are those of the altar, mentioned in the previous verses. But there is no reference to the plaster. Thus, when all the biblical passages related to the stones, the transcription of the Torah and the memorial are taken together, some contradictions or unclear points remain.
Mishnah Soṭah 7:5
In rabbinic literature, the story of the stones on which the Torah was written is first referred to briefly in the Mishnah, tractate Soṭah, at the end of a section that deals with the blessings and curses to be pronounced by Israel on Mount Garizim and Mount Ebal (Deut 27-28, Josh 8:30-35):
And afterward they brought the stones and built the altar and plastered them [the stones] with plaster. And they wrote upon them all the words of this Law [in] seventy languages, as it is written, very plainly (baʾer heyṭev; Deut 27:8). And they took the stones and came and spent the night in their own place.12 (M. Soṭah 7:5)
The Mishnah seems to imply that the Torah was written on the stones of the altar, as in the Book of Joshua. The biblical passage referred to, however, is Deuteronomy 27:8, while the idea that the Israelites brought the stones (those taken from the midst of the Jordan) in the place where they were about to spend the night comes from Joshua 4:3 and 8 (the context of which refers to the stones taken from the midst of the Jordan river). law of Moses, 'an altar of unhewn stones, upon which no man has lifted an iron tool'; and they offered on it burnt offerings to the Lord, and sacrificed peace offerings. 32 And there, in the presence of the people of Israel, he wrote upon the stones a copy of the law of Moses, which he had written. 33 And all Israel, sojourner as well as homeborn, with their elders and officers and their judges, stood on opposite sides of the ark before the Levitical priests who carried the ark of the covenant of the Lord, half of them in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebal, as Moses the servant of the Lord had commanded at the first, that they should bless the people of Israel. 34 And afterward he read all the words of the law, the blessing and the curse, according to all that is written in the book of the law. 35 There was not a word of all that Moses commanded which Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel, and the women, and the little ones, and the sojourners who lived among them" (trans. NRSV, . 12 MS Kaufmann, the translation is mine.
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The context of this mishnah is a discussion starting in Mishnah Soṭah 7:1 about the prayers or texts that may be recited in any language and those that must be recited in Hebrew.13 Among the latter are "the paragraph of the first-fruits, the words of ḥalitzah, the Blessings and the Cursings [the passage immediately following the one concerning the stones, Deut 27:12-28:68], the Blessings of the priests and the Blessings of the high priest, the paragraph of the king, the paragraph of the heifer whose neck is to be broken, and [the words of] the Anointed for battle when he speaks unto the people."14 This list is based on a typically rabbinic hermeneutical principle, according to which cases mentioned in different biblical verses are associated with each other because these verses share a similar formulation. In this mishnah, the essential feature is the combination of the verbs "answer" (ʿanah) and "say" (ʾamar) in the implied biblical verses, a combination that looks quite repetitive and superfluous.
Mishnah Soṭah 7:1-5 thus states that the Blessings and Cursings in chapters 27-28 of Deuteronomy are to be recited in Hebrew, but on the other hand, building upon Deuteronomy 27:8, it understands the expression baʾer heyṭev, "very plainly," as referring to the translation of the Torah in seventy languages. What does it mean? The number seventy is highly symbolic and means that the Torah was translated into all the languages of humankind. It may imply that the Torah was communicated to the nations, but not necessarily so. As both Willem Smelik and Steven Fraade have argued, if one looks at this mishnaic passage independently of the traditions found in the Tosefta and later rabbinic texts, the Mishnah's very brief statement can be understood to reflect a philosophy of language according to which the Torah had to be formulated in all the languages of the world in order for all the nuances of its meaning to be manifested. According to such an interpretation, the translation of the Torah was meant only for the Jews, or -if one follows Smelik's analysis -was not meant for anyone in particular.15 Whereas this interpretation is definitely a possibility, the other interpretation, that the translation was meant to communicate the Torah to the nations, also remains possible. In this case, the underlying idea would be that the Torah was made known to all the nations of the world, including the Canaanites. This point is reminiscent of the tradition found in the passage of the Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael referred to in the introduction, and this mishnah has thus been associated with the school of Rabbi Ishmael.16 The Mishnah, however, does not clarify what the publication of the Torah in seventy languages implied for the Israelites' encounter with the Canaanites. We must look at the Tosefta for a slightly more detailed account.
Tosefta Soṭah 8:6-7
The eighth chapter of tractate Soṭah in the Tosefta deals with the crossing of the Jordan river by Israel on their way to the Land of Canaan, the instructions given to Israel by Joshua, the miracle of the waters that were cut off before the ark of the covenant, the twelve stones that were set up in the midst of the Jordan in the place where the feet of the priests who bear the ark stood (Josh 4:5), and the stones that were carried away from the midst of the Jordan (Joshua 4:3, 8, 20) . In § § 8:6-7, we encounter a different version of the tradition found in Mishnah Soṭah 7:5: R. Yehudah says: They wrote it [the Torah] on the stones of [the] altar. They told him: How did the nations of the world learn [the laws of] the Torah? He told them: This teaches that God inspired the heart of every nation and every kingdom, and they sent their scribes (notarim, from notarius in Latin), and they transcribed the text that stood on the back of the stones in seventy languages. On that very hour, the decree of the judgement of the nations of the world was sealed, [and they were doomed] to the pit of destruction. R. Shimeon says: They wrote [the laws of the Torah] on the plaster. How? They panelled it [i.e., the altar] and plastered it with plaster, and they wrote on it all the words of the Torah in seventy languages. And at the bottom they wrote: That they may not teach them [or: you, as Whereas the tradition in the Mishnah was anonymous, here we have a discussion between two tannaim who lived in the second century CE, Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Shimeon.19 Both seem to rely on a tradition connected to the one found in the Mishnah, since both mention the seventy languages, but the nature of the relationship between the Mishnah and the Tosefta is unclear in this case. They could both rely on a common, previous tradition.20 R. Yehudah and R. Shimeon understand the biblical texts in different ways. The first point of divergence between them has to do with the technical details of the act of copying: Was the Torah written directly on the stones of the altar or on the plaster laid on the stones, which would have made the text much easier to read? While R. Yehudah defends the first option, R. Shimeon opts for the second.21 R. Yehudah seems to rely on a literal reading of Deuteronomy 27:8, "And you shall write upon the stones," whereas R. Shimeon seems to follow the wording and the sequence of actions found in Deuteronomy 27:2-3 -"you shall set up large stones, and plaster them with plaster, and you shall write upon them" -, which also seems to be the Mishnah's source of inspiration: "… they plastered them (the stones) with plaster. And they wrote upon them all the words of this Law …."
A second divergence between the two sages may have to do with the language (or languages) in which the Torah was written on the stones. The statement of R. Shimeon is close to the concise wording of the Mishnah, and makes clear that it was the Israelites themselves who transcribed the laws of the Torah in seventy languages (how they had the necessary knowledge to do so remains a mystery, but some divine revelation is probably presupposed). On the other hand, the formulation of R. Yehudah's opinion is ambiguous and could be understood to mean that the Torah was written in Hebrew, and then transcribed in the different languages of the world by the scribes of the nations themselves, who were divinely inspired to translate the text on the spot, each into his own language. Alternately, R. Yehudah could have meant that the Torah was translated into seventy languages and copied on the stones by the Israelites, and that the scribes merely transcribed the text written in their own language.22 In this case he would not differ (on this point) from R. Shimeon. Finally, and most importantly, the purpose of the "publication" of the Torah and of the translation into seventy languages differs greatly from sage to sage. The rationale underlying R. Yehudah's interpretation is that official knowledge of the Torah was given to the nations so that the nations could be justly condemned.23 A very important rabbinic adage states that you cannot condemn someone if he has not first been informed and warned. Hence the importance of communicating the commandments of God to the Gentiles, in order for their guilt to be clearly established.24 Rabbi Shimeon, on the contrary, leaves the possibility of the Gentiles' repentance open. This is clearly stated at the end of 22 The use of the verb ‫השיאו‬ ("transcribed," lit. "lifted," a hiphil form of ‫)נשא‬ seems to support the second interpretation, but both are possible. See Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targum, the Talmud Babli and Jerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (New York: Choreb, 1926) , 938, who quotes this passage. 23 There seems to be a pun between the expression in Deut 27:8, "very plainly," baʾer heyṭev, which the Mishnah understands as referring to the seventy languages, and the expression used by R. Yehudah who says that as soon as the nations learned about the Torah they were doomed to the "pit of destruction," beʾer šaḥat (mentioned only once in the Bible, in Ps 55:24). The words baʾer and beʾer look exactly the same. 24 See Hirshman, Torah for the Entire World, 106-7. Saul Lieberman recalls that according to a late midrash, the children of Israel could be punished for their transgressions only after the Torah had been officially published in the Tent of Meeting, and not immediately after the revelation at Sinai. He writes that some rabbinic texts "argued according to the legal practice of the Roman government. An edict had to be displayed δημοσία, in a public place; until then the people were not punishable for its transgression. Similarly, some Rabbis maintained, the Gentiles were not punishable for the transgression of the Torah until it was inscribed on the stones by Joshua. It is by virtue of the publication of the Torah on those στὴλαι, that the Gentiles received their death sentence … for its transgression" Brought to you by | École Francaise de Rome Authenticated | katell.berthelot26@gmail.com author's copy Download Date | 9/9/18 8:07 PM the passage, which is directed at the nations: "If you repent from them (that is, from your idolatrous and immoral practices), we shall receive (or: accept) you." Therefore the translation of the Torah has, at least theoretically or ideally, a different purpose than it does in the interpretation of R. Yehudah: it creates a real opportunity for the "conversion" of the Gentiles, at least in the sense of giving up idolatry. Rabbi Shimeon specifies that at the bottom of the altar, the Israelites wrote: "That they may not teach them [or: you, as in the Massoretic text] (to do according to all their abominable practices which they have done in the service of their gods)". This is a quotation from Deut 20:18. Deuteronomy 20 deals with the laws of war, the topic discussed at the beginning of chapter 7 of Tosefta Soṭah. According to Deut 20:10-18, there is a clear difference between the wars led by the Israelites against "the cities which are very far from you," outside the Land of Canaan, to which peace can be offered (Deut 20:10-15), and those waged against "the cities of these peoples that the Lord your God gives you for an inheritance" (Deut 20:16), which must be utterly destroyed. Rabbi Shimeon's reference to a commandment pertaining specifically to the Canaanites means that the translation of the Torah was also directed at them, that they were warned of their future fate, and that they were given the possibility of repenting and being saved, instead of being put to the ban (ḥerem). This contradicts the literal meaning of biblical passages such as Deut 20, but is indisputable in view of the sentence "If you repent from them, we shall receive you."
The view expressed by Rabbi Shimeon solves a possible ethical dilemma in connection with the Canaanites. Since, according to biblical data, they had not attacked the Israelites first, and insofar as they had not been warned that they should give up their abominable practices, their removal or destruction could seem unfair.25 The publication of the Torah in the languages of the nations, including that of the Canaanites, was meant to make them aware of the necessity of repenting from their evil ways. Once formally warned, the Canaanites had a choice, and could blame only themselves if their stubborness led to their destruction. This is, at least, the underlying logic behind this passage.26 25 See, for a comparison, how the author of the Wisdom of Salomon deals with the Canaanites (11:23-12:11). In this context too, the main issue is to justify the divine decision to dispossess and destroy them. 26 Other rabbinic texts emphasize that the Canaanites were given a choice: they could make peace with Israel, or leave, or wage war. See in particular y. Sheviʿit 6:1, 36c; Leviticus Rabbah 17:5-6. The idea that the Canaanites could have made peace with Israel is also found in the passage from Mekhilta Deuteronomy examined below ( §4); see in particular note 33.
Mekhilta Deuteronomy on Deuteronomy 27:8
We find a similar logic at work in yet another tannaitic text pertaining to the issue of the Torah written on the stones after Israel's entrance into Canaan. The Mekhilta Deuteronomy is a midrash usually associated with the school of Rabbi Ishmael, which is preserved only in fragments from the Cairo Genizah or in late compilations which have added other elements to the original midrash, making it difficult to recover. Here I rely on a fragment from the Genizah and follow the edition of Menahem Kahana27: This text shares several features with the passages from the Mishnah and the Tosefta that were examined earlier. It echoes the tradition found in the Mishnah that the Torah was written on the stones in seventy languages, and connects it with Rabbi Ishmael, known for his universalistic views.30 It also reproduces the discussion between Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Shimeon found in the Tosefta, but has a different version of it. The argument is as follows: the first issue discussed by the Mekhilta, if one follows Kahana's reconstruction of the text in line 6, is language. Then comes the issue of content; and, finally, the question of whether the Torah was written on the stones of the altar or on the stones which were set up on Mount Ebal (Deut 27:4).
Concerning the first point, the issue of language, the opinion that the Torah was written on the stones in Hebrew (according to Kahana's reconstruction) is opposed by Rabbi Ishmael, who, in agreement with the Mishnah, states that the Torah was written on the stones in seventy languages. The fact that this potentially universalistic idea is attributed to Rabbi Ishmael makes sense in view of Marc Hirshman's characterization of Rabbi Ishmael's school. Rabbi Shimeon ben Yohai then argues that they wrote "a copy of the Law of Moses," mishne Torat Moshe (a reference to Joshua 8:32). This statement seems to imply that the Law of Moses was copied only in Hebrew, and not in other languages. If this reading is correct, the Mekhilta attributes to R. Shimeon a view quite opposed to the one associated with him in the Tosefta, but this would make sense coming from a disciple of Rabbi Akiva, whose positions are characterized as less universalistic than those of R. Ishmael.
After Rabbi Shimeon ben Yohai's statement comes a vacat, which may indicate that the discussion enters into a new stage. However, the repetition of the same phrase or wording by Rabbi Shimeon and Rabbi Yose, and the nature of the arguments, clearly show that their statements are connected. As a matter of fact, Rabbi Yose answers Rabbi Shimeon ben Yohai, but takes the discussion in a new direction, debating not merely the issue of language but the issue of 29 Following a correction proposed by Saul Lieberman in Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: Nashim, 3, 701 ‫רואין(‬ instead of ‫.)רוצין‬ One could also understand ‫,רוצין‬ "want," as referring to the choice the nations had to make once the divine laws were communicated to them. Still, the syntax would be odd. 30 See Hirshman, "Rabbinic Universalism"; idem, Torah for the Entire World, 109-10.
Brought to you by | École Francaise de Rome Authenticated | katell.berthelot26@gmail.com author's copy Download Date | 9/9/18 8:07 PM content -which part of the Torah was written on the stones?31 In the first stage of the discussion it was stated that "all the words of the Torah" were written on the stones. According to R. Shimeon, they wrote "a copy of the Law of Moses," and Marc Hirshman interprets this as a reference to the Book of Deuteronomy alone, which is indeed a repetition or a reformulation (mishne) of the Law of Moses. For Rabbi Yose, however, it was not the entire Book of Deuteronomy that was written on the stones, but merely the commandments pertaining to the wars between Israel and the nations. The first quotation, Deut 20:10-11, refers to the rules for a war led by Israel against cities located outside Canaan, the only ones to which peace can be offered. The second quotation, Deut 20:19, is also a general rule of war, pertaining to trees: unlike human beings, trees are not enemies and should not be destroyed. One could thus conclude that Israel wrote down only the commandments pertaining to the wars against the nations that were not from Canaan. The end of the text, however, shows that the midrash actually did not follow the literal meaning of Deuteronomy 20, and understood that the offer of peace should be extended to the Canaanites as well. Therefore it is written in line 17: "Everyone who wants to make peace, let him come and make peace." "Everyone" includes the Canaanites. This radical re-interpretation of Deuteronomy 20 can be found in other rabbinic texts as well, for instance in the Jerusalem Talmud, Sheviʿit 6.1 (36c), in Leviticus Rabbah 17.5-6 (on Lev 14:34) or in Deuteronomy Rabbah 5.14 (on Deut 20:10), which all state that before the conquest of Canaan, Joshua sent prostagmata and offered peace to the Canaanites who wanted to make peace.32
In the end, the Mekhilta argues that the possibility of making peace with Israel was communicated to the Canaanites through the revelation of at least these crucial verses of the Torah. The tragic fate of the Canaanites was the result of their rejection of the peace offered to them. The conclusion is thus similar to that of the Tosefta, except that here the focus is on peace and not on repentance.33 That the underlying question of the midrash is whether the Canaanites's fate was just or not, and therefore whether they had been warned or not, is shown by the question raised in line 17: "How (could) the nations of the world see their judgement happen?" In other words: How could they know and choose, if they were not told about the possibility of making peace? This underlying question leads to the last issue discussed in the Mekhilta, the nature of the stones on which the Torah (or part of it) was supposed to be written. Rabbi Yehudah argues that they wrote on the stones of the altar, whereas Rabbi Shimeon seems to think that they wrote on the stones that were set up on Mount Ebal (the text is quite elliptical at these lines). In any case, the final remark that "they hid them (the stones) on that very day" makes sense only if it refers to the stones of the altar. The altar built on Mount Ebal was a temporary one, meant to be demolished after the Israelites' departure; and the stones which had been used for the altar were supposed to be hidden.34 Therefore, the problem with the fact that the words of the Torah were written on the stones of the altar was that they were displayed for a very short time only. Hence the question in line 17: "How (could) the nations of the world see their judgement happen?" (meaning: if the altar was to be demolished shortly afterwards). In the Tosefta, Rabbi Yehudah answered this question by saying that God had inspired the nations, which had sent envoys to transcribe the Torah that was written on the stones (an answer reproduced in the corresponding passage of the Jerusalem Talmud). Here this tradition seems to be implicitly presupposed, unless one wants to read the last sentence, "And they hid them (the stones) on that very day," in a cynical way, as if the information was formally published, but in such a way as to make it impossible for the nations to become aware of it. Whatever the solution imagined by the rabbis, the main point here is that the apparently superfluous discussion about the nature of the stones on which the Torah was written has to do with the underlying issue dealt with by this text (and the passage in the Tosefta), i.e., the justification for the punishment of the nations, and especially of the Canaanites.
The Continuation of the Debate in the Two Talmuds
The discussion of the Torah written on the stones and revealed to the nations continues in the two Talmuds. The Jerusalem Talmud (Soṭah 7.5 [21d] ) first raises the question of the identification of the stones on which the Torah was copied in seventy languages: were they the stones that were brought to the place where the Israelites were about to spend the night -the stones "of the lodging place" -or, rather, the stones of the altar? As mentioned previously, the problem raised by the second possibility is that this altar was not permanent; it was meant to be dismantled, and the stones were supposed to be hidden. Therefore the question arises: in such a case, how could the nations learn the Law? The answer, which in the Jerusalem Talmud is anonymous, is that God performed a miracle and "gave insight into the heart of every nation, so that they transcribed the Torah, which was written in seventy languages" (an answer similar to that of R. Yehudah in the Tosefta). Then comes the question of the plaster (sid): whereas it is easy to imagine that the stones set up as a memorial would be plastered before the Torah would be written upon them, with the altar the question arises as to whether the plaster would cover the words written on the stones. The answer, however, is that the plaster was laid only between the stones of the altar, and not on the stones themselves. Finally, the discussion concludes with a gezera shava, an exegetical technique that brings together two verses on the basis of a word or an expression that they have in common. The plaster (sid) referred to in Deut 27:2 and 4 is connected with the plaster or lime (sid) mentioned in Isa 33:12, which states that "the peoples will be as if burned to lime." In accordance with another famous exegetical principle, that of "measure for measure," the text states that because the nations refused to obey the commandments of the Torah written on the plaster, they were doomed to be burnt and turned into lime (plaster): in other terms, they will be punished in a way that recalls the nature of their sin. The passage ends with an additional "measure for measure" argument based on another biblical quotation. "The nations shall be utterly laid waste (ḥarov yeḥeravu)" (Isa 60:12) leads to the statement that "from Ḥorev comes their sentence to death": the nations shall be destroyed because they have rejected the precepts of the Torah given at Sinai/Ḥorev. The discussion in the Jerusalem Talmud echoes the one found in the Tosefta and in Mekhilta Deuteronomy, except that here the opinion that the Torah was Brought to you by | École Francaise de Rome Authenticated | katell.berthelot26@gmail.com author's copy Download Date | 9/9/18 8:07 PM written on the altar is attributed to R. Yose and not to R. Yehudah. As shown above, this opinion is based on the ambiguity of Deut 27 and on the wording of the Mishnah, which states that the Torah was written on the plastered stones of the altar in seventy languages. However, since the Mishnah itself also mentions the stones that were carried away to the place where the Israelites were about to spend the night, the identification of the stones comes into question. In the end, according to the discussion in the Jerusalem Talmud, either the Torah was written on the stones of the lodging place, in which case it was made easily accessible to the nations and remained so even after the departure of the children of Israel, or the Torah was made known to the nations only for a short time on the stones of the altar, making a miracle necessary in order for the nations to become aware of the Law before the latter was hidden from them. In both cases, however, the nations have had access to the content of the Law, and their refusal to live according to the precepts of the Torah shall lead to their condemnation. Finally, in the Babylonian Talmud (Soṭah 35b-36a), the discussion -which again takes place between R. Yehudah and R. Shimeon, as in the Tosefta and Mekhilta Deuteronomy -revolves around the question: was the Torah written directly on the stones or on the plaster?35 According to a literal understanding of Deut 27:3, "you shall write upon them (the stones) all the words of this Law," R. Yehudah argues that they wrote the Torah upon the stones, and plastered them with plaster only afterwards (in accordance with Deut 27:4). But then the question arises: how could the nations know the Torah if the words were covered by the plaster? R. Yehudah answers that God inspired the nations, who sent scribes who peeled off the plaster and copied the words of the Law. Consequently, the nations were doomed for having failed to follow the precepts of the Torah. R. Shimeon argues for an alternate scenario, according to which the Law was written upon the plaster, not under it. Moreover, as in the Tosefta, he specifies that the words "That they may not teach you to do according to all [their abominations]," a quotation from Deut 20:18 relating to the Canaanites, was written at the bottom of the stones. This statement is followed by the comment: "Hence you learn that if they turn in penitence, they will be accepted." The Babylonian Talmud thus roughly follows the account of the discussion found in the Tosefta, which includes the quotation of Deut 20:18 and states that the possibility of repenting was offered to the Canaanites.36 Then we find the conclusion formulated in the Jerusalem Talmud, according to which the nations will burn like lime (or plaster), an idea that the Babylonian Talmud attributes to R. Yehudah. Finally, the passage goes back to the teaching of R. Shimeon, who quotes yet another biblical verse, "(When you go forth to war against your enemies, and the Lord your God gives them into your hands,) and you take them captive …" (Deut 21:10) and teaches: "(This is) to include (lerabot, lit.: to increase or to gather) the Canaanites who reside in the Land of Israel; so that if they turn in penitence, they will be accepted."37 As in the Tosefta, Rabbi Shimeon expresses the more lenient view, that it was possible for the Canaanites to escape destruction at the hand of the Israelites, provided the former recognized the authority of the Torah and repented from their evil ways.
Conclusion
In conclusion, I wish to emphasize that while the texts presented here have a clear exegetical dimension, the main question underlying the admittedly obscure discussions they contain is both theological and ethical. This has to do with the fact that these texts discuss the sharing of religious Law, a particular kind of religious knowledge, and one that has special relevance because of its connection with divine judgement. The basic assumption of the rabbis was that God could punish the nations only if God's Law had first been communicated to the nations. There could be no just punishment if the Law and the punishment of the transgression had not been made known first. Without knowledge, there would be no responsibility. In this case, the possession or lack of knowledge can therefore be said to determine soteriological status, and not merely social status. The case of the Canaanites represented a particular challenge from a theological and ethical point of view, because according to Scripture their fate was particularly cruel; but the very nature of this challenge was not fundamentally different from the one raised by the confrontation between Israel and the nations in general. The main issue behind the sharing of the Torah remained the same: theodicy.
The problem faced by the rabbis did not simply originate in a kind of conflict between their ethical ideas and the content of Scripture. It was caused by their decision to envision the Torah as a Law given to Israel alone. Indeed, it was Brought to you by | École Francaise de Rome Authenticated | katell.berthelot26@gmail.com author's copy Download Date | 9/9/18 8:07 PM because most of them conceived of the Torah as Israel's exclusive property, while at the same time being aware of the theological and ethical problems this raised, that they had to imagine stories about the nations who refused to live according to the Torah after having heard about its commandments. Thus the question arises: Why did most rabbis break with the idea of the Torah as a universal Law and choose to conceive of the Torah as the particular law of Israel alone? In order to answer this question, we must take into account the historical context in which the Palestinian rabbis lived. The significance of the rabbinic texts presented here is not merely exegetical and theological; they also illustrate a wider phenomenon in rabbinic literature, i.e. the development of a counter-culture in the context of the Roman Empire where the rabbis who wrote the Mishnah, the Tosefta, the halakic midrashim and the Jerusalem Talmud lived. As Natalie Dohrmann has emphasized, the rabbis were keenly aware of the challenge posed by Roman law and the Roman legal order, and the development of the rabbinic halakic discourse may to a large extent be seen as a response to such a challenge.38 Therefore the preoccupation of the rabbis with the universal or particular character of the Torah and its theological and ethical consequences for the nations can be properly understood only if placed back into this historical context. In a world dominated by Roman law (even if other legal systems continued to function to a certain extent), most rabbis seem to have chosen the path of cultural resistance by rejecting mimetic rivalry with Roman universalism, even if a certain amount of mimicry can also be identified in the traditions examined above.39 Most rabbis embraced the notion of the Torah as the exclusive inheritance of Israel, and simultaneously chose to write down their traditions in Hebrew and Aramaic, in an idiosyncratic and elliptical style.40 In both discourse and practice, most rabbis thus favoured the path of "particularism" and hidden knowledge, which in their historical context may be seen as an expression of cultural resistance. 39 See my forthcoming article, "Rabbinic Universalism Reconsidered." In post-colonial studies, mimicry is described as one of the strategies adopted by subalterns in order to resist imperial or colonial domination. See for instance Leo G. Perdue and Warren Carter, Israel and Empire: A Post-Colonial History of Israel and Early Judaism (London: Bloomsbury, 2015) . 40 That many Greek and Latin loan-words are found in rabbinic literature does not alter the fact that no rabbinic work is composed in Greek or Latin.
